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	I am grateful to the Reverend Doctor Gomes for the invitation to preach here today, a great honor.  He is to be congratulated and envied for his sabbatical, and I sincerely hope that he is enjoying a term of refreshment in which he can look with pleasure on his accomplishments and prepare himself for the work ahead.  After all, the sabbatical is the only part of the academic enterprise invented directly by God, as recounted in the Genesis discussion of creation regarding the seventh day.
	Our gospel contains the famous, or notorious, saying by Jesus: “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life.  No one comes to the Father except through me.”  The notoriety comes from its negative part: “no one comes to the Father except through me.”  This has sometimes been taken to be a rejection of religions other than Christianity.  Yet there is no evidence that Jesus had that in mind at all.  In every instance, save one, of Jesus’ recorded encounters with people who were not Jews like himself, he was positively impressed with their faith and helped them just as he did his own kind.  Think of his dealings with the Samaritan woman at the well, the Canaanite woman who ate the crumbs under his table, or the Roman Centurion whose boy he healed.  The exception was Jesus’ encounter with Pontius Pilate, and there the issue was not religious affiliation but honest government. 
	The positive part of Jesus’ saying is at the center of defining the Christian Way.  Those of us who are Christians take this saying as our inmost identification: Jesus is our way, truth, and life.  At the same time it is a Way that can be followed by anyone who is willing to do the work Jesus did.  In Jesus’ culture and time, a son was defined as inheriting his father’s estate and work.  So, we infer that Jesus was trained as a carpenter because Joseph was.  More importantly, Jesus defined himself as Son of God for the reason that he did God his Father’s work, as he said in our text.  Luke’s genealogy of Jesus runs back through the generations and ends, “son of Cainan, son of Enos, son of Seth, son of Adam, son of God.”  I’m sorry that the ancient sensibilities left women out of this order of things; yet it takes only a little modern imagination to see that daughters too can be identified through the work of the parent, even the divine parent.  
Whatever other meanings might belong to the phrase, “Son of God,” as applied to Jesus in the New Testament, Jesus says in our text that he is Son of God because he does God’s work.  Because of the unity of that Father-Son work, he can return to God.  Moreover, because he had taught the disciples also to do God’s work, they too can return to God.  This is the plot behind the discussion of Jesus returning to the Father and preparing a place for the disciples.  He says that they already know the way to the Father.  Flustered, Thomas says they do not know the way.  Frustrated, Jesus says “I am the way, etc.,” and you have been with me long enough to know me.  He says that, if the disciples do not believe in him as such, at least they can believe in the work that he did among them.  I take this to mean that non-Christian people can still be in unity with Jesus and God by doing his work.  
We know from the text immediately following ours, which is in the lectionary for next Sunday, that his work has been to build communities of love, with all this entails regarding justice, peacemaking, forgiveness and mercy, clothing the naked, feeding the hungry, opening the eyes of the blind, visiting those in prison, hospitality to those different from ourselves, embracing our enemies, and enduring with patience all the high costs that go with loving communities.  We each of us know close analogues to these works in our own situation.  Many things in our country need to be changed if we are to uphold straight justice for rich corporate crooks as well as petty thieves from the ghetto, if we are to make peace rather than go to war to get our way, if we are to practice forgiveness and mercy rather than vengeance against those who lash out against us, if we are to care for the poor rather than reduce entitlements to pay for tax cuts, if we are to educate those most in need in addition to those who already come from a culture of learning, if we are to release political prisoners and those who defended their country against us when we attacked, if we are to offer God’s hospitality to all creatures instead of only those who look, think, and act like us, if we insist that no one can be regarded as an enemy without also being the object of our love, and if we are willing to endure the constant defeats in small as well as large things as we strive to live out loving communities in our families, friendships, neighborhoods, civic units, nation, and world.  This is the old story of the work of the Christian Way: you know it, and we have a ways to go.  Yet nothing in what I just listed as the works of a Christian, deriving from Jesus’ work, and in unity with God’s work in creation and redemption, requires that one be self-identified with Jesus or Christianity.  Anyone can take on that work, which we, if not they, know is in continuity with God and Christ’s work.
Permit me to focus in more detail, however, on the meaning for Christians of “the way, the truth, and the life”.  The “Christian Way,” I think, has two main forms.  The first form is what I call the “Church Christian Way,” which most people identify with Christianity.  However you define the Church—and I advise you to duck when professional theologians start arguing about that—it includes a vast array of institutional forms that preserve the memory of Jesus and his work, and that interpret how that work extends from his Galilean context through all the cultures of the Christian world.  The Church has a rich literature and hymnody, many forms of assembly, a calendar for rehearsing epitomes of the Christian life, and many social communities in which people live the particulars of their lives from birth to work to death.  
The second form of the Christian Way, by contrast, is a Cultural Way and consists in struggling to understand our secular situation in Christian terms, to discover what Christian terms mean in our situation, and to learn how to be faithful to Jesus’ work in secular life.  People in this second way might also belong to a Christian congregation and identify with the Church, but that is not their center of gravity as it is for people who are on the Church way.  This second, Cultural Christian Way, relativizes the Church as one institution among many, and activates faith outside it.  One thinks of poets such as T. S. Eliot, Robert Frost, and Geoffrey Hill whose work has been the leading edge of Christian thinking but who have not been thinking only in and for the Church.  The theologian Paul Tillich was a bit like this, thinking for the world rather than the Church, and he is held in suspicion by many Church theologians for that fact. I suspect that in a university such as this, though not of course in Memorial Church this morning, many people work predominantly on the Cultural Christian Way rather than the Church Christian Way.
Jesus is the Way and the Truth. To speak of Jesus being the Truth supposes something like the following.  Merely to fall into a category to find an identity is one thing. To fulfill that categoreal identity by being an exemplary or fully realized member of the category is quite another.  For instance, many coloratura sopranos have sung, but Lily Pons and Joan Sutherland were true coloraturas.  Many baseball players have played, but Babe Ruth, Stan Musial, and Ted Williams were true players.  There are many Christians like ourselves who identify with taking on Christ and his work, and yet most of us are schlubs.  The true Christians are the saints.  
That Jesus is the truth for Christians means that Christians are in transition to become more like him, more Christ-like, more fully integrated into God’s work in the world, more effective in it, more emptied out into it.  This transformation deepens and ramifies the symbols of Christian piety.  Consider the Lord’s Prayer by reflecting on the creation by virtue of which God is called Father, and see it to encompass a universe of vast age and extent, violent beyond imagination, indifferent to human needs save in the fragile environment of the third planet out from Sol on the edge of a minor galaxy.  Our life-world is an engine of consumption, micro-organisms eating smaller ones and in turn being eaten by larger ones.  Species live on other species and are prey in turn, finally vanishing to extinction when their habitat no longer tolerates them.  The blood of human beings has about the same saline proportion as the seas from which our slime-mold ancestors emerged, and we bear the genes of fish, frogs, snakes, and tigers, as well as the sensitivities of the founders of human civilization.  So when we pray the Lord’s Prayer in transition to greater spiritual depth, the meaning of “Our Father who art in heaven” is that God is the Father of all that, a wild, fierce and destroying Father as well as the Father of justice and human order.  Moreover we are part of all that creatureliness down to the saltiness of our blood, the snake in our genes, and the lives of others in our diet.  The truth of Christ is not the tame stuff we tell our kids.  The truth of Christ is the awesome, wild, and often unbalanced character that is able to stand in the divine winds of cosmic blasts, to stare down the abyss of suffering and fiery glory only poets can imagine, to love the God who leaves us nailed to crosses, to take up the work of our Beloved whose precious loving communities heave atop the tectonic plates of brute force, passion, blood, and poetry.  Did you ever wonder why the central ritual of Christianity is a cannibal rite in which we symbolically eat the flesh and drink the blood of our Founder?  It is because nothing any tamer could present the awesome depth of the Truth of Christ into which we would be transformed.
Jesus is the Way, the Truth, and the Life. That Jesus is “the Life” pulls together many different senses in which the image of life is used in Christian scripture.  In Genesis God breathed into the clay doll and Adam became a living being.  In Deuteronomy God set the choice between life and death and urged the people to choose the life of obedience that would lead to prosperity and flourishing of Israel.  In Ezekiel God re-knit the dead dry bones and breathed life into the people of Israel so that they would again be united and flourish.  Jesus repeatedly brought the dead back to life, although they were not necessarily better off spiritually than before they had sickened and died.  On the other hand people might be physically alive and yet spiritually dead, when the Holy Spirit summons them to new spiritual life in Christ.  Jesus’ resurrection from physical death introduced a new level of spiritual life as fellowship with God, characterized by the symbol of the Ascension, and yet Jesus claimed already to have had that fellowship in his last supper with the disciples prior to his death, and said that with the Holy Spirit they too could have that fellowship of resurrection to life with God within this life. To follow Jesus’ Way in our work, to press on toward him as the wild Truth of our lives, is to inhabit a life that combines and intensifies all these senses of Jesus as the Life.  
Jesus’ term for this in John’s gospel is “eternal life.”  Eternal life embraces the future but is a quality of present life.  Eternal life incorporates the past, adding life to the inanimate, overcoming death in present abundant life.  Yet the abundance of eternal life is not like worldly prosperity—often quite the contrary: its signature, after all, is the cross.  Jesus’ Way and Truth lead to participation in the eternal abundance of God’s life.  Jesus said, “the Father and I are one.”  We can imagine only the tiniest slice of the eternal abundance of divine life, but even this little includes the winds of cosmic blasts and the abyss of suffering and fiery glory. It includes also within our ken the fierce fecundity of God’s creative love that throws up countless galaxies, swarms of species, and rivers of power for healing and new chances.  While on Jesus’ Way and living in his Truth, we reflect back this divine cosmic love and then receive again our love returned and magnified, ever more creative, then share it out with others, receive it back and send it yet again in new directions.  God’s eternal abundance is a living engine of creative love in which we share through every pulse of loving God and neighbor.  We love and are loved more than we know.  By taking Jesus as the Way, the Truth, and the Life, we know the way into the divine Father, just as Jesus said in our text.  With love’s powers we bear up under all trials and enter ever more deeply into the wild abundance of divine immensity.  This Way, Truth, and Life are open to all.  But thanks be to God for our Rabbi Jesus Christ, who shows us the Way, the Truth, and the Life.  Amen.
Robert Cummings Neville
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